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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
The purpose of this study was to understand the social, economic, and geographic 
factors that contribute to the development of student-run record labels and how a nonprofit 
record label model is likely to continue to evolve in the future.  Utilizing phone interviews 
the study gathered qualitative data from student-administrators at student-run record labels 
nationally. The questions aimed to discover: how well student-run record labels function as 
creative incubators and collaborative learning environments for artists and students, how 
these record labels impact regional music communities, and if these upstart entities were 
creating innovative models for the music industry overall.  Findings suggested that the 
research questions were not overtly substantiated by the experiences of the interviewees or 
the literature review.  This article aims to express the current state of student labels and 
speculates on some innovative ways student labels might continue to evolve in the future.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 The presence of the Internet along with the affordability of musical instruments and 
music recording software has created a host of individuals who are involved in the creation, 
production, distribution, and promotion of music. Because of these factors, popular music has 
become a highly participatory experience. The Internet, social media, and digital distribution 
have facilitated the emergence of many clusters of musicians and amateur music 
administrators who seek to participate in popular music in diverse geographic areas.  
Musicians and other artists are deviating from a historical tendency to cluster in larger cities, 
and are instead migrating into smaller communities in the “search for inspiration, mutual 
learning, and apprentice experiences” (Lubbren 2001).  
 The purpose of this study will be to understand the social, economic, and geographic 
factors that contribute to the development of student-run record labels and how a nonprofit 
record label model is likely to continue to evolve in the future. This will be accomplished 
through asking series of penetrating questions. Firstly, how well do student-run university 
record labels function as creative incubators and collaborative learning environments for 
artists and students? Secondly, how do these record labels impact regional music 
communities? And finally, are these upstart entities creating innovative models for the music 
industry?  
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 The central research questions are meant to discover how university record labels 
support the development of entrepreneurial skills that future arts administrators will utilize in 
an increasingly changing arts and culture sector. This research is also meant to predict how a 
nonprofit record label model is likely to evolve in the future. These factors are essential to 
the knowledge base and continued innovation of many communities of musicians and arts 
professionals throughout the country. 
 Since the rise of Internet technology, particularly social media and digital 
distribution, musicians are more prone to locate based on “lifestyle considerations” (Gibson 
2002).  These lifestyle considerations are particularly relevant to the formation of music 
industry programs and student record labels at colleges and universities nationally.  While 
Lubbren 2001 seeks to demonstrate historical tendencies, his research contributes evidence 
towards demonstrating why in the face of massive digital expansion clusters are still being 
formed based on key characteristics such as originality and innovation (Florida 2002; Scott 
2000).  There are location specific advantages for music-related business in large cities. 
However there is also evidence of the formation and persistence of music scenes in smaller 
geographic locations in the United States (Florida and Jackson 2009). 
 Despite the direct influence of the music industry on music industry education, the 
economy, culture, and society, their remains a curious lack of scholarly research surrounding 
popular music. Many researchers attribute this to the historical bias favoring “elite” culture 
(Kong 1995; Florida and Jackson 2009).  In order to understand music industry programs and 
student-run record labels it is necessary to cultivate scholarly research on regional music 
scenes, innovation, and production as it pertains to the emergence of popular and niche 
programs and markets. 
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 As the creation, production, and distribution of music continues to expand 
geographically there is a need for alternative ways to provide the “institutional and social 
infrastructure required to commercialize cultural products like music” (Florida and Jackson 
2009).  Florida and Jackson conclude that in the foreseeable future the music industry will 
continue to be “shaped by a dynamic tension between geographic concentration and 
dispersion.” This tension is enhanced by the “emergence of new genres and new places with 
strategic advantages of their own.”  Florida and Jackson draw their conclusion from an array 
of qualitative and quantitative sources which emphasis both historical and contemporary 
trends.  Their article focuses on music, economic geography, music scenes, and clusters.  
Their research question is clearly identified and researched. However, the article’s 
conclusion only proposes new places, as opposed to organizational structures created by the 
disbursement of musicians as the provider of strategic advantages.  Student-run record labels, 
which are programs of larger nonprofits, are perhaps the greatest geographic and 
organizational change to the conventional music production and distribution model. 
 Other researchers (Morrow 2008; Terrell 2005) also suggest that the decentralization 
of the music industry creates strategic advantages for the commercialization of local niche 
music products. This suggests that geographic clusters will continue to influence music even 
if the clusters themselves become smaller. While several articles relate the decentralization of 
music clusters to the success of smaller local niche markets (Florida and Jackson 2009; 
Terrell 2005), only Marrow 2008 suggests that student record labels might affect the 
trajectory of the music industry.   
 Marrow 2008 argues that through the creation of an international network of student 
labels music will become a highly collaborative global experience influenced internationally 
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through smaller collaborative entities. While Marrow’s research issue is highly innovative, 
little quantitative or qualitative data was presented to demonstrate conclusively how such a 
model is plausible on an international scale. 
The impact of cooperative education programs (co-op) or experiential opportunities is 
thought by many researchers to have a positive impact on student GPA and job earnings post 
graduation (English and Koeppen 1993). To date there is limited quantitative data to 
substantiate the beneficial findings of music industry education.  Strasser and Mclaughlin 
2007 assume “that once an internship or co-op has been completed, students will transfer 
their knowledge and experience to the classroom in the form of better class participation, 
greater understanding of concepts, and improved academic performance.”  However, through 
their longitudinal study of music industry majors at Northeastern University, Strasser and 
Mclaughlin 2007 found no direct correlation between one co-op course and an increased 
GPA.  
 Power and Jansson 2003 demonstrate qualitative and quantitative data supporting the 
profitability of music created and disseminated through a participation and variation of music 
service industries. The emphasis is placed on service as opposed to product-centered business 
(the traditional marketing strategy of the music industry). They suggest that niche 
organizations should “attempt to build ‘communities’ around their products that can only be 
accessed by registered users (Tang 1998; Gordigin et al. 2000). The impact of such 
organizations will rely on the success of their attempts to generate community relations 
surrounding their product. Power and Jasson suggest this not only as a “classic survival 
strategy,” but also as a mechanism for offsetting risk while formulating associations, 
collaborations, and network relations (Power and Jansson 2003).  The authors also suggest 
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the importance of virtual communities in inspiring loyalty by giving users access to 
additional augmented products. 
 Castaner and Campos 2001 deal with the determinants of artistic innovation. They 
argue that to understand innovation research must examine the macro, meso, and micro 
effects and variables.  It is from a mixture of these factors that the ability to formulate 
environmental innovation exists. In the case of student-run labels the literature review did not 
reveal any research utilizing Castaner and Campos’s three-pronged approach.  Future 
research on student-run labels should examine the label, the college or university it operates 
within, and the greater geographic and music industry community. This type of examination 
would provide the most holistic and descriptive data of how each level influences the 
functioning of the next.   
 Little empirical research exists on the topic of student-run record labels. Due to this 
factor the research questions were substantiated only through qualitative data. The 
functioning of student-run record labels as collaborative learning environments and their 
impact on regional music communities was found by conducting phone interviews with 
student-run record label administrators.  The interviewee sample population consisted of 
three students. Each student represented a university or college.  The labels consisted of: 
AEMMP Records of Columbia College, Chicago IL, Heavy Rotation Records of Berklee 
College of Music, Boston, MA, and MAD Dragon Records of Drexel University, 
Philadelphia, PA.  Because each student interviewed participated in a Music Industry major 
type program and co-op label type, some results may have been influenced by self-selection 
and interviewee bias.  Of the sample population each student also attended a large urban 
university or college. This may have influenced the perceived impact of the label on the 
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community.  The number of interviewees was limited as to gain substantial qualitative 
information from a few sources as opposed to limited information from many.  The 
qualitative findings of this research do not account for the perceptions of faculty advisors, 
university administrators, or artists.  Further research requires a greater survey of different 
student-run record label types from communities with a range of population sizes.        
 In conducting a literature review there were minimal sources of research on student 
record labels. The sources noted presented only limited perspectives, with problematic 
research designs, that were most likely highly influenced by interviewer and interviewee 
bias.  The only professional journal dedicated to Music Industry Education, The MEIEA 
Journal (Music & Entertainment Industry Educators Association Journal) has to date 
published limited research on the topic of student record labels, despite the professional 
relevance of the record labels.   
Within the literature review there was also a lack of unification among general 
theories that would provide an understanding of the social, economic, and geographic factors 
faced by student-run record labels.  This understanding is necessary to predict the 
development of student-run record labels, and how a nonprofit record label model is likely to 
continue to evolve in the future.  The current functioning of student-run labels is modeled 
primarily as miniature for profit labels with an acknowledged educational mission. This 
thesis finds that these labels currently do not fulfill their true potential as organizations. This 
paper will demonstrate their current lack of innovation as well as their potential to transform 
into influential models in local and national music scenes.  
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CHAPTER ONE: LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 
 
 
 Do to the rise of Internet technology, particularly social media and digital 
distribution, musicians are more prone to locate based on “lifestyle considerations” (Gibson 
2002).  These lifestyle considerations are particularly relevant to the formation of music 
industry programs and student record labels at colleges and universities nationally.  As more 
music industry academic major programs emerge at colleges and universities nationally, it is 
likely that student-run record labels will continue to emerge as well.    
 As the creation, production, and distribution of music continues to expand 
geographically there is a need for alternative ways to provide the “institutional and social 
infrastructure required to commercialize cultural products like music” (Florida and Jackson 
2009).  There is no greater example of the institutional and social infrastructure needed to 
capitalize music than within a university setting.   Florida and Jackson 2009 conclude that the 
foreseeable future of the music industry will be shaped by an “emergence of new genres and 
new places with strategic advantages of their own.” While Florida and Jackson conclude that 
new places will provide strategic advantages, this paper argues that new organizational 
structures such as student-run record labels will have prominent strategic advantages.  
The decentralization of the music industry creates strategic advantages for the 
commercialization of local niche music.  Student-run record labels in this way can be 
constructed to fulfill university, or college, wide niche markets as well as the greater music 
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community surrounding these entities. In the current economic and higher education fiscal 
climate launching and sustaining of a student-run independent record label is not only 
expensive, but also presents many complications and risk. The viability of these new 
“businesses”, as a component of a higher education institution, is reliant on student 
administrators who function with limited experience and organizational knowledge.  
Frequently record labels are organized as a capstone course or co-op experience for those 
students majoring in music industry and arts  (Baker 2007, Butler 2007).  In this way college 
or universities acquire the risk of operation as a necessary component of a major program. 
Still, student administrators have a limited experience and are often for the first time 
experiencing a collaborative learning environment utilized as a business structure.  For this 
reason “achieving success becomes less of a challenge and more of a long shot” (Butler 
2007).   
 Student-run record labels are often organized as courses, or co-ops, within Music 
Industry curriculums.  Due to the preeminent mission of an institution of higher learning, 
college or university administrators agree to the implementation of a student-run record label 
as it meets the needs of students. There remains to be seen instances of university or college 
administration considering service to the local music community as the primary motivation 
of the organization. Since most frequently these labels are proposed as a necessary elements 
of music industry major programs, they receive annual budgets supported through the 
university which enables them to continue functioning despite what would appear to be fiscal 
deficits (programmatic deficits were not elaborated upon in student-administrator interviews 
as it is considered proprietary information).  
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 Music Industry degree programs need an on-campus record company in order for 
students to develop the kind of management and supervisory skills necessary for future 
employment.  “Blue T.O.M. Blueprint: A Case Study on the Creative Design of a Student-
Run Record Label” (Butler 2007) presented a descriptive analysis of Blue Tigers of Memphis 
Records.  While the case study proved to be consistent with the findings of student-
administrator interviews within this study, it presented a conclusion that demonstrates a 
major flaw in music industry education as it pertains to student-run record labels.  As phrased 
by Butler “many student labels are non-profit whereas others have major distribution deals 
and seek to generate profit” (Butler 2007).  Regardless of whether a student label seeks to 
generate profit or not, the vast majority are legally organized as programs within a larger 
nonprofit organization. Therefore student-run record labels have a major opportunity to 
distribute music and programs through alternative distribution models that are only feasible 
to a nonprofit organization.  
 It is disconcerting that even at institutions with faculty outside of the Music Industry 
program who possess a great understanding of nonprofit organizations, there is still little 
evidence of interdepartmental collaboration. Fisher 2007 hypothesizes that these 
collaborations could potentially enhance the organizational and educational experience of 
students and faculty through a commitment to “establishing a common purpose and use the 
complementary skills in each [department to]… to establish goals for arts education in their 
school that meet [a] redefined concept of team”.   
 Music industry professionals and educators often lack sufficient knowledge of non-
profit organizations and therefore are unable to teach or assist in the integration or innovation 
of organizationally and fiscally successful nonprofit record labels.  This finding was 
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supported by each interviewees expressed lack of knowledge about nonprofit organizations 
despite the fact that their student labels are nonprofit organizations.  Interviewees were asked 
if participating in the record label had caused them to consider forming a record label or 
another arts related entity utilizing a nonprofit or alternative model for operation.  Dan from 
Mad Dragon Records responded that he “considers starting or working for a record label 
that’s a small independent, but commercially viable and most likely for profit.”  He 
elaborated that he “would consider a nonprofit format if he knew more about what it entails” 
and that he was “interested in learning more about nonprofits.”  While the other interviewees 
expressed no interest in forming any type of creative business entity Dan’s case is 
particularly interesting.  Dan’s response not only demonstrates a gap in Music Industry 
education as it pertains to the use of nonprofit student-run record labels, but also a lack of 
strategic brokership between Arts Management and Music Industry programs within arts 
colleges.       
Mad Dragon Records is a co-op course catalogued under the Music Industry program 
at Antoinette Westphal College of Media Arts & Design at Drexel University.  The college is 
also home to an Entertainment and Arts Management program that allows undergraduate 
students to choose a nonprofit focus as well as a graduate program in Arts Administration, 
which is completely nonprofit oriented.  The question that emerges from these finding is 
what is the ultimate goal of Mad Dragon Records and would it be enhanced by collaborative 
efforts, co-ops, and joint faculty initiatives between arts management and administration 
programs? If Mad Dragon Records, for example, seeks to simply provide a simulative 
business experience, mimicking that of a small independent for profit record label, it 
functions successfully. This would also be the case for the two other labels considered in this 
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study AEMMP Records, Columbia College, and Heavy Rotation Records, Berklee College of 
Music. However, like the other student- run record labels interviewed, the label goals as 
expressed by interviewees included regional distinction and fiscal sustainability independent 
of the Music Industry, Music Business, or Music Management department. In order to 
accomplish this goal, aspects of nonprofit education must be incorporated into the Music 
Industry curriculum.  Universities such as Drexel are ripe with the potential to form 
collaborative efforts between departments.  Joint courses between nonprofit focused 
performing arts management and the involvement of graduate arts administration students 
within the labels operations would greatly enhance the collaborative learning environment 
and promote greater success for the label entity, students, and artists.  
 The impact of cooperative education (co-op) or experiential opportunities is thought 
by many researchers to have a positive impact on student GPA and job earnings post 
graduation (English and Koeppen 1993). To date there is limited quantitative data to 
substantiate the beneficial findings within music industry education.  Strasser and Mclaughlin 
2007 assume “that once an internship or co-op has been completed, students will transfer 
their knowledge and experience to the classroom in the form of…greater understanding of 
concepts and improved academic performance.” While a co-op experience in music industry 
education “functions well beyond the traditional didactic approach,” the record labels 
themselves are stuck in a perpetual start-up stage (Strasser and McLaughlin 2007).  This 
factor has yet to be examined in research.  The perpetual start-up stage is in part because 
these capstone co-op record label course experiences are reserved exclusively to juniors and 
seniors and thus suffer from high turnover rates as students graduate.  Although no 
quantitative data supports the value of co-op experiences in music industry programs, the 
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assumption is made that there is value based on the findings of other non Music Industry 
programs (English and Koeppen 1993; Strasser and Mclaughlin 2007). 
 For this study interviewees were asked if they considered the label to provide a 
collaborative learning experience for all involved. All interviewees expressed agreement.  
Students, advisors, and third party companies collaborate with artists to formulate release 
plans that meet artists and label expectations.  At each label students were also assigned a 
particular job (e.g. radio promotion), allowing for independent tasks between meetings with 
the entire label staff.  Artists were also a large part of the collaborative learning environment.  
At both AMEPP and Heavy Rotation Records artists signed to the label were directly or 
indirectly affiliated with the university.  At Mad Dragon while no formal affiliation existed a 
focus was placed on local Philadelphia artists.  The interviewees expressed both the influence 
and importance of working with local artists. From the student prospective working with 
local groups allowed the artist to work closely with the students in the promotion of their 
music.  It also allowed the artists to perform at more regional concerts organized by the label, 
which benefits other local artists and helps attract attention to label activities in the 
community.  Of the three interviewees two express that one aspect of the collaborative 
environment that could use some further cultivation is the ways in which fans are involved in 
the collaborative learning experience.  
 From the literature review and student administrator interviews it can be gathered that 
there are more similarities than differences between student-run record labels nationally.  
Many labels are organized as a co-op or course for music business or industry major 
programs.  While there appears to be location specific advantages for each label within their 
local niche markets it is obvious that the labels are not utilizing the full potential of their 
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labels as nonprofit community organizations.  Because none of the student interviewees 
expressed knowledge of what a nonprofit organization is, it appears that there is an 
educational gap in their co-op experience.  This conclusion is further demonstrated by the 
evidence of a lack of strategic brokerships within arts administration, management, and 
business major departments within arts colleges.  With this in mind the more complete 
operation of these labels as nonprofits might reveal new techniques and approaches to the 
music business that could alter both the perception of student-run labels and their standing in 
the marketplace.   
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CHAPTER TWO: INNOVATION 
 
 
First student-run record labels came into being as music industry programs emerged 
at colleges and universities nationally. Now as these organizations begin to mature it is time 
for them to evolve through innovative techniques in order to prove their worth as nonprofit 
community organizations. The premise of student-run record labels is to function as rights 
service organizations as opposed to rights ownership companies. Student-run companies act 
as service providers entering into short-term licensing agreements that enable them to 
facilitate a range of income streams on behalf of their artists.  To date this model has not 
been highly successful due to the short-term nature of artist agreements. Most student-run 
labels focus of a single release with an artist before moving on to a new product.  With this 
business model students are exposed to many different artists and genres, but they never face 
the demand of selling higher numbers of units for any particular release. Nor do students 
experience working for a more successful organization as an administrator. 
 Power and Jansson 2003 demonstrate qualitative and quantitative data supporting the 
profitability of music created and disseminated through a participation and variation of music 
service industries. The emphasis is placed on service as opposed to product-centered business 
(the traditional marketing strategy of the music industry). Student-run record labels are 
poised to follow the new service centered marketing approach.  Because the artists signed to 
the labels are frequently local up-and-coming acts, the labels lack the brand power to sell 
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based on developed known products. Therefore student labels must begin to rely more 
heavily on being a niche organization. The impact of such organizations will rely on the 
success of their attempts to generate community relationships surrounding their product. 
Power and Jasson suggest this not only a “classic survival strategy,” but also as a mechanism 
for offsetting risk while formulating associations, collaborations, and network relations 
(Power and Jansson 2003).  
The importance of virtual communities is their role in inspiring loyalty by giving 
users access to additional content and augmented products.  The content supplied by music 
label service models is the key to organizational demand. “Virtual Communities and the 
Empirical Study of Music in Electronic Markets” (Kretschmer et. al. 2001) speaks to the 
impact of digitalization on the ‘DIY’ (Do It Yourself) culture.  This “true interactivity” and 
“decentralization of content” is what most niche artists aspire to. It represents a direct 
relationship between the artist and the audience. Lesser known artists already tend to 
cooperate in building communities of interest, location or genre specific relationships in 
order to sell to the consumer.  
Student-run record labels should attempt to build “communities” around their 
products that can only be accessed by registered users (Tang 1998; Gordigin et al. 2000). An 
e-business service model utilized by nonprofit student-run record labels lends itself to 
charging a subscription fee for unlimited access to certain music contents and additional 
products. While this model has been identified by for profit companies such as Napster, it has 
never been explored in a nonprofit student-run record label setting.  It is an unexplored 
revenue stream, which may provide the largest fiscal successes and fan base development to 
date.  
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Students interviewed for this research did not identify a digital subscription service 
model as a possible innovation for their labels. However, when asked if they foresaw their 
record label changing in any ways as a response to the needs of the label’s artists and the 
greater music community all interviewees expressed a desire for some extension of digital 
release services.  They suggested selling through Amazon, iTunes, or newer companies such 
as Top Spin Media.  While Amazon and iTunes are ways to lower label overhead on releases 
there is a draw back to artists’ as they do not gain the buyers contact information, an 
invaluable resource to up-and-coming artist and nonprofit organizations.  Top Spin Media 
allows labels and artists to directly sell digital releases and merchandise to fans. The 
company facilitates small-scale operations (i.e. packaging, accounting) on site. It also 
maintains contact information from its buyers, which the label is privy to.    
In regards to innovation, “small scale is where the industry is going,” said Dan of 
MAD Dragon Records. Start “selling drop-cards at shows” suggested Rachel of Heavy 
Rotation Records, as a way to lower duplication overhead while still getting a physical item 
to shows.1 “Involve the community more,” said Natalie of AEMMP Records.  While the 
input from these students does show a degree of change within the operation of these 
organizations, it is not a highly futurist perspective.  The danger is also found in the fact that 
these students are continually graduating. The processes and progress that may have been 
made may not necessarily continue as each new group of students takes time to acclimate, 
become educated, and opinionated  as to the direction of the label.  One finding from 
speaking with students is that because they are in the midst of trying keeping up with the 
current music industry trends they are learning about they are not producing new trends.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	   	  Drop-­‐cards	  allow	  fans	  to	  purchase	  a	  physical	  (credit	  card	  sized)	  card	  that	  provides	  a	  code	  to	  download	  music	  from	  their	  personal	  commuter.	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There was a shocking lack of innovative methods or models conveyed by the students.  
However, this finding could be somewhat influenced by the individual’s desire to protect 
what they considered proprietary information. 
 The way that a new model for the utilization of digital distribution and community 
involvement is implemented is the key aspect of potential innovation at student-run labels.  
Local communities contribute to an organization’s ability to differentiate itself from other 
existing organizations (King 2010).  With that being the case, why do many of these young 
entrepreneurial organizations utilize a design that promotes blending in with a conventional 
music business model as opposed to utilizing unique organizational assets and strengths, 
through their university, to emerge with a higher level of differentiation and innovation?  
King states, “differentiation is a fundamental challenge for any organization, but 
especially for young entrepreneurial organizations… because new organizations face twin 
pressures: the need to be different and the push to blend in with competing organizations.” 
Because of its emphasis on community and differentiation, King’s findings lends itself to 
becoming the norm  at student-run record labels.     
 It is the combination of community and digital music that is the basis  for what this 
research finds to be the future of student-run record labels. As musicians migrate into smaller 
communities in the “search for inspiration, mutual learning, and apprentice experiences” the 
student-run record label emerges as a link between education, artist, community, and 
apprentice (Lubbren 2001).  
 The common element to all student-run record labels is the fiscal support of a college 
or university.  Yet this aspect of their fiscal foundation seems to be the least actualized  facet 
of their operation.  From multiple perspectives student labels fail to foster their connection to 
	  19	  	  
the university community.  In the first chapter we identified the lack of strategic brokerships 
that weaken internal partnerships throughout major programs and faculty.  Secondly, we 
found a lack of community engagement and innovation.   
 Student-run record labels have a unique opportunity to market to a very specific target 
demographic at a very low cost to the organization.  Predominantly undergraduate students, 
ages 17-22, populate universities. This also happens to be one of the most targeted music 
audiences.  The opportunity these labels have is to act as a service organization that generates 
enough buzz behind local musicians to attract national attention. The way that student record 
labels can accomplish this is through a detailed online music network and the direct 
cultivation of fans inside the college or university.  As an illustrative example we’ve 
demonstrated what Mad Dragon Records of Drexel University could do to better cultivate its 
brand as well as the brands of the artists it represents.  The first step toward innovation would 
be to present a case for a different funding model.  This alternative funding could be 
proposed as a case study into alternative nonprofit record label models by comparing 
previous label data to new findings. Mad Dragon Record could request from the university 
administration a direct portion of student fees in exchange for the students’ unlimited access 
to a portion of the Mad Dragon Records artist catalogue via a new Mad Dragon website 
created for registered users.  For the sake of this example we will utilize a $0.10 per student 
fee within a population of 23,000 students. Mad Dragon would receive $2,300 that it would 
directly distribute equally among the artists it represents, minus a minimal administrative fee. 
Because selling individual downloads is not the primary income stream for most musicians, 
or record labels, Mad Dragon Records focus would become providing some monetary 
compensation for music downloads, while creating a fan base that would allow artists to sell 
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additional products and local concert tickets at an increased percentage rate.  Utilizing this 
registered user download model, if 60% of Drexel students took advantage of the free 
downloads the artists gain exposure to 13,800 people.  By utilizing a limited catalogue artists 
would be able to sell additional music to Drexel University students through additional 
digital platforms such as Amazon, iTunes, as well as CD and vinyl albums.  The benefit to 
the artists as well as the record label from selling what essentially constitutes discounted 
downloads would be the increased connection to the university community.  By holding 
product raffles, listening parties, and other events Mad Dragon could further this connection 
to the community by timing album releases and new downloads with on campus concerts by 
the artists.  Through the university community artists and label would also gain further 
regional recognition through word of mouth.   This would position the label to provide more 
A&R to regional artists, potentially attracting larger future recording contracts for artists 
associated with the label, and more job placements for students involved in the label’s 
operation.  
Further research would be needed to assess the piracy risks associated with a digital 
subscription e-business service model, and whether the benefits outweigh the potential loss 
of paid downloads. Additional research might also focus on collaboration between 
universities and colleges. If multiple organizations shared a similar registered subscriber 
service across multiple student-run record labels, they would increase regional and national 
exposure for both brand and artists.  It is the combination of community and digital music 
that is the basis for what this research finds to be the future of student-run record labels. 
Musicians, future arts administrators, and students are migrating to universities and colleges 
with niche regional music communities. Because of this, the student-run record label has 
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emerged as a link between education, artist, community, and apprentice experience. All that 
is left is for these young entrepreneurial organizations to accomplish the innovation 
necessary to thrive.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
Among the research theories focused on herein we find that music communities and 
student-run record labels fail to  acknowledge how these entities function as nonprofits and 
consequently how they are capable of providing   enhanced  social and economic benefits  to 
both local artists and local communities. This new knowledge is necessary to predict the 
development of student-run record labels, and how a nonprofit record label model is likely to 
continue to evolve in the future.  From the student interviews conducted for this research it 
was concluded that student-run record labels currently attempt to keep up with current music 
industry trends as opposed to creating new trends based of their organizations unique assets 
and strengths.  
Being structured within a college or university community provides student-run 
record labels with inexpensive opportunities to market to a target demographic, but to date 
there are few examples of labels truly capitalizing on this opportunity. The current 
functioning of student-run labels is modeled primarily as miniature for profit labels. While 
these labels currently do not fulfill their true potential as organizations, this paper serves to 
demonstrate that although there is a current lack of innovation among student-run record 
labels a potential exists to transform these nonprofit models into an influential brand for the 
distribution and promotion of music in both the regional and national music industry.  
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 Future research on student-run labels should also examine the college or university it 
operates within, the greater geographic area, and current music industry trends. This type of 
examination would provide the most holistic and descriptive data about how the 
interconnectedness of these factors influence on the functioning of the next generation of 
student-run music labels and their ability to innovate.   
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Author’s Note 
 
As the author I acknowledge the limitations of this research paper. There are several 
reasons why this research incorporated the perspectives of only three interviewees. Firstly, 
despite all best efforts most labels, and students, were non responsive to interview requests.  
 Secondly, although no data existed on how many student-run record labels currently 
operate, or their label type, based on my research I estimated that only around 25 music 
industry programs with student-run labels are currently in operation.  Although the sample is 
small, and I do recognize that leads the reader to question some of the validity of the 
recommendations and conclusion, I took the perspective that three labels are a fair 
representation based on similarities in music industry education nationally.    
 Finally, the most important similarity in the three interviews was every student 
administrator disproved the theory that these entities operate as innovative nonprofit arts 
organizations.  From this it was concluded that additional interviews would not demonstrate 
otherwise.  The intention was to incorporate information learned from the student 
administrators much as possible. However, in the end I strove to utilize this paper as a way of 
suggesting new models for operation that I was surprised I didn’t uncover in my interviews 
or literature review. 
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